Executive coaching is gaining in popularity, both as part of personal and organisational development programmes and as a tailored form of individual consulting. This study examined how various aspects of the executive coaching intervention make a difference to the clients themselves. The study involved a web-based questionnaire (163 closed and 3 open questions) completed by 71 executive coaching clients shortly after the beginning of their coaching contract and by 31 of those again approximately six months later. The research found that clients' appreciation of coaching was high with a level of over-all helpfulness of 7.5 on a scale from 1 to 10 (with 10 indicating 'very helpful'). In response to the research question "What determines helpfulness for clients?" a picture emerged of a client valuing the relationship with and the qualities of the coach, making little distinction between specific interventions of that same coach. The findings support a relational perspective on executive coaching (DeYoung, 2003), where it is the coaching relationship as perceived by the client that is assumed to be the main predictor of helpfulness.
1 As the authors themselves concede, they cannot rule out the possibility in this study that the professionals with a more positive mentoring relationship are more satisfied in general, and so more satisfied with themselves, their organisation and their career. As regards the differences between formal and informal mentoring programmes (as between assigned and chosen mentor relationships), it is interesting that Ragins et al. (2001) can demonstrate slightly negative effects for formal mentoring programmes -where the mentees are not able to choose their mentor -when (1) the mentor works in the same department as the mentee and (2) female mentees are assigned to a male mentor. which coaching models, qualities of coaches or coaching behaviours make a difference to clients? Scoular & Linley (2006) have looked at both:
1. How a 'goal-setting' intervention at the beginning of the conversation impacts perceived helpfulness;
2. Personality (dis-)similarities between coach and client and their impact on perceived effectiveness.
In 117 one-off 30 minute coaching conversations, (random) conditions with and without goal setting were compared and both coach and client completed two personality questionnaires (MBTI and NEO) . Outcome measurements at 2 and 8 weeks after the session showed:
1. No difference between 'goal-setting' and 'no goal-setting'; 2. That when the coach and client differed more on the personality instruments the outcome scores were significantly higher.
Ours is a similar paradigm to Scoular & Linley (2006) , but measuring a larger range of aspects of the executive coaching intervention. Judging from the plethora of training programmes focusing on specific coaching techniques (e.g. regarding step-methods such as the GROW method, solution-focused coaching, or systemic coaching), it is thought by many (see, e.g., Stober & Grant, 2006) that specific behaviours make all the difference in executive coaching. In this study we wanted to explore the differences in technique that clients report and look particularly at which techniques or behaviours they find more or less helpful during coaching.
From the previous research literature it can be seen that over-all helpfulness from the perspective of the client of coaching has been sufficiently established. We, therefore, focus on what particular aspects of coaching make up this general impression of helpfulness. We examine two main areas that have been suggested in the literature (see, e.g. De Haan &
• The Learning Style Inventory (Kolb, 1984) : 12 items;
• Open questions: 3 items.
Information about the Coaching Contract:
Participants were asked to consider the coaching sessions they had completed and questions examined:
1. Participation in the coaching:
• Who took the initiative to participate? 2. Executive coaching experience:
• How many coaching sessions have you received to date from your coach? Possible responses were 1, 2, 3, 4, 5-10 or more than 10.
• What is the expected length of your coaching (total number of sessions)? Possible responses were less than 4, 4, 5, 6-10, 11-15, 16-20 or more than 20.
Aim of the coaching:
• The participant was requested to select one or two of the following:
I would like to learn something new; I would like to strengthen myself, become more resilient; I would like to change my behaviour or approach; I would like to stop doing certain things; I would like to reflect on my practice;
Other (max. 5 words).
The helpfulness of the coaching:
• Measured on a scale from 1 to 10 where 1 is extremely unhelpful and 10 is extremely helpful.
5. Evaluation of appreciated qualities of the coach.
• The client was presented with a list of 20 qualities and requested to select: a. Three qualities that you really appreciate in your coach, and Executive Coaching in Practice 11 b. Three qualities that you have perceived but are less relevant for the coaching.
The precise lists of possible aims of the coaching assignment and possible qualities of coaches, were drawn up after a brainstorm of three executive coaches, and were checked by a focus group of other colleagues. For the aims we allowed another one to be inserted by the participant, but this option was rarely taken up so the list can be assumed to be relatively exhaustive. The list of coach qualities also seems to be sufficiently broad, judging from participants' responses.
The Coaching Behaviours Questionnaire: The Coaching Behaviours Questionnaire was originally devised by Richard Philips (and published as Appendix E in De Haan & Burger, 2004) to measure the six categories of coaching intervention proposed by Heron (1975) . In our book on executive coaching (De Haan & Burger, 2005) , we have shown that Heron's (1975) model covers a full range of behaviours which are used in very distinct approaches to executive coaching. The Coaching Behaviours Questionnaire yields six independent behavioural descriptions; six central coaching styles:
• Directing or offering suggestions, advice and recommendations;
• Informing or giving information, knowledge and summaries;
• Challenging or giving feedback to increase (self-)awareness and exploring assumptions;
• Discovering or deepening insight by facilitating self-exploration;
• Supporting or raising self-confidence and self-esteem;
• Releasing or exploring emotions that are blocking progress.
The Coaching Behaviours Questionnaire requires participants to respond to each item The Learning Styles Inventory (Kolb, 1984) : The Learning Style Inventory was originally devised by David Kolb (1984) . Kolb (1984) demonstrated that his model covers a wide range of approaches to and experiences of learning. The Learning Style Inventory yields two independent dimensions:
• An individual's preference of abstractness over concreteness ('AC-CE');
• An individual's preference of action over reflection ('AE-RO').
The Learning Style Inventory is ipsative in nature: participants are requested to rank four statements from 'Most like you' to 'Least like you' for every item.
Cronbach Alphas for the Learning Style Inventory have been computed for a group of 5023 on-line users (see Kolb & Kolb, 2006) and were 0.82 (AC -CE) and 0.82 (AE -RO).
Additional Items: We added ten other Coaching behaviour items which, whilst not linked to the Heron (1975) model are deemed relevant in various specific approaches to executive coaching (see Table 3 for the 10 items). Individuals were required to respond to these items using the same 5-point Likert scale utilised by the Coaching Behaviours Questionnaire.
Open-Ended Questions:
At the end of completing the full questionnaire participants were
asked three additional open-ended questions that were intended to be as open as possible to capture any thoughts participants might have on outcomes and helpfulness:
1. Would you like to mention any contributions from your coach that made the coaching particularly helpful to you? 2. Could you name three specific outcomes that you ascribe to the coaching? 3. Is there anything you would like to add regarding your experience with coaching?
Seventy-five percent of the participants answered at least one of these questions.
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Procedure
Due to the exclusive, confidential and personal nature of any coaching relationship, it was important for us to approach the participants carefully and always to involve their executive coaches in the approach. For this reason we informed the network of Ashridge executive coaches through email and personal conversations about the nature of this research, and made it as easy as possible for them to 'submit' their clients to us: we asked them to provide only the email addresses of their clients. Via e-mail we invited the client to our webbased questionnaire, outlining the confidential nature of the research and the fact that we would only report general patterns and never specific facts from their particular coaching relationship. We also invited some of our wider networks of coaches to approach their clients in the same way, particularly through the i-coachacademy and the Centre for Excellence and Leadership. In the case of the development programme Ashridge Leadership Process, we obtained the programme director's permission to send an email out to all participants.
As we could not approach a great many clients directly and were, therefore, dependent on other parties to open up their confidential coaching relationships to our research, the data collection was spread out over a relatively long period (December 2004 -April 2007 .
Because of constraints in the set-up of this research, we are only inquiring into the coaching contract through the clients' perspectives. We realise that this will only tell part of the story, because coaching is essentially an organisational intervention. Because of the constraints of the chosen methodology, we can only analyse the impact of executive coaching in terms of individual outcome and we cannot explore any organisational outcomes. Within the same constraints, it is not possible to work with a control group of executives not engaged in coaching, as all our questions on the coaching experience would be pointless for them.
However, we believe that ours is nevertheless a good starting point for finding out about the Executive Coaching in Practice 14 helpfulness of specific coaching interventions, as clients are the first ones to undergo and appreciate them.
In the analysis of our data, we look primarily at correlations or inferential (predictive) test results, to avoid perceptual biases or socially desirable answers to affect our conclusions.
We believe that the extent of the (subjective) raw scores such as on (perceived) Helpfulness or (perceived) impact or frequency of Coaching Behaviours will teach us very little about what really goes on in the coaching, because of offsetting, biases, etc. It is out of comparisons between these variables and of measurements at different times that we can really learn about how clients experience the coaching.
Results
Reliability
As was seen in the norm group (Curd, 2006) , high Cronbach Alpha's were found for the six categories of Coaching Behaviour (De Haan & Burger, 2005) . The Cronbach Alpha scores calculated for the Learning Styles Questionnaire (Kolb, 1984) were also of a similar magnitude to those noted by Kolb and Kolb (2006) . See Table 2 for all Cronbach Alpha's.
>INSERT TABLE 2 HERE<
Descriptive Statistics
To take stock of the starting position of the participants in this study, we first examined the distribution of frequencies and percentages over all categories of responses for Executive Coaching in Practice 15 the five independent variables, at the two moments of measurement. See Table 3 for an overview. (Kolb, 1984) at Time 1 alone (as this section of the questionnaire was not included at Time 2; Learning Styles were not thought to change across such a short time frame). Finally, the descriptive statistics for the measure of coaching helpfulness ("Could you rate the helpfulness of your coaching experience thus far on a scale of 1 -10") are noted at both Time 1 and Time 2.
>INSERT TABLE 3 HERE< >INSERT TABLE 4 HERE<
Inferential Statistics
A paired-samples t-test (utilising the 30 participants who completed the questionnaire at both Time 1 and Time 2) found a significant difference between Time 1 and Time 2 helpfulness scores (t=-2.538, df=29, p=0.017) with respondents reporting the coaching to be more helpful at Time 2 (M=7.87) than at Time 1 (M=7.30).
A series of paired-samples t-tests (with the 30 participants who completed the questionnaire at both Time 1 and Time 2) were also conducted to examine the effect of time on each of the six Coaching Behaviours (directing, informing, challenging, releasing, discovering and supporting) for both the measure of frequency and the measure of impact.
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Due to the number of t-tests conducted a more stringent alpha level was adopted (p=0.01) 2 .
The analysis failed to find any significant differences between Time 1 and Time 2 on any of the measures.
A series of paired-samples t-tests were conducted to examine the effect of time (Time 1 versus Time 2) on each of the 10 additional Coaching Behaviours for both the measure of frequency and the measure of impact, using the more stringent alpha level (p=0.01 In a similar way, a series of paired-samples t-tests were conducted on the 10 additional Coaching Behaviours, to examine the difference between impact and frequency at Time 1 and 2 An increasing number of psychologists and statisticians believe that a Bonferroni correction is too conservative (see e.g. Perneger, 1998), as controlling the group-wise error rate increases the probability of a Type II error. As multiple comparisons have been made, however, it is acknowledged that the p value should be adjusted. In line with other researchers, a more conservative value of 0.01 has been adopted. had' and 'expected number of sessions of coaching') correlated positively with Helpfulness (in both questionnaires; see Table 5 ). This is a finding that is replicated in our action-learning outcome research (De Haan & De Ridder, 2006) . The only other significant correlations found are small and we suggest they are artefacts 3 .
In order to understand which of the two key sets of measures contained within the questionnaire (Coaching Behaviours and Learning Styles) were the best predictors of helpfulness, a series of multiple regressions were conducted. For all of the multiple regression analysis, Time 1 data was used as there were insufficient respondents at Time 2.
Initially, two standard multiple regressions were performed; both used helpfulness as the criterion variable and the six Coaching Behaviours (directing, informing, challenging, releasing, discovering and supporting) as the predictor variables. In the first multiple regression the impact scores were used and in the second, frequency scores were used. For both sets of analyses all assumptions for multicollinearity, normality, linearity, homoscedasity and independence of residuals were met. Table 6 shows the unstandardized regression coefficients, the standardized coefficients, R 2 and adjusted R 2 for impact and the unstandardized regression coefficients, the standardized coefficients, R 2 and adjusted R 2 for frequency.
>INSERT Behaviours' a multiple regression was not possible with our N, but we do note a similar pattern of over-all clear correlation with Helpfulness (see Table 5 ).
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A third standard multiple regression was conducted with helpfulness as the criterion variable and the two Learning Styles as predictor variables. As previously, all assumptions for multicollinearity, normality, linearity, homoscedasity and independence of residuals were met. However, the model was not significant suggesting that Learning Styles do not predict perceived helpfulness of the coaching session. However, if we rotate the Learning Styles to new dimensions AC-CE + AE-RO and AC-CE-AE+RO (these dimensions remain independent with a correlation coefficient of 0.02), we do find a significant correlation with
Helpfulness for AC-CE+AE-RO 4 (0.27, significant at p<0.05). These rotated dimensions point into Converging and Assimilating, respectively, so we have found a small positive correlation between the Assimilating versus Accommodating dimension and the perceived Helpfulness of the coaching. In other words, the 'theorists' seem to value the coaching more and/or the 'activists' seem to value the coaching less than the others.
In Table 5 we also find two of the significant correlations are between Learning styles of the client and Coaching behaviours of the coach. One is between the client's Preference for abstractness over concreteness (AC-CE) and Supporting coaching behaviour (r = 0.24), and the other is between the client's Preference for action over reflection (AE-RO) and Directing coaching behaviour (r = 0.29).
Qualitative Analysis
In the first questionnaire 38 participants provided a total of 73 responses to the first question, regarding contributions from the coach that made the coaching helpful. Using grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) we came up with 10 categories describing critical aspects of this data and two of the authors (JC and EDH) were independently able to assign all of the quotations to one of those ten categories: insight/awareness, knowledge/experience, coach attributes, challenge, support, listening, space/balance, planning, role modelling and courage/confidence (see Table 7 ). It appears from Table 7 that the participants believe that the top three contributions made by their coach to the coaching process were (1) insight into and awareness of the client's issues, (2) knowledge and experience and (3) support for the client throughout the process.
>INSERT TABLE 7 HERE<
Direct quotes from the participants serve to illustrate these most frequently used categories:
1. Increase of self-awareness and insight into the client's behaviour/issues/motivations:
• "It has made me more aware of things that I do and it has helped me to live in the moment and to act."
• "Recognising what has gone on -and what is going on."
• "Honesty to myself made me aware of 'deeper' underlying feelings and reasons for my behaviour."
2. The coach's knowledge and experience:
• "Understanding about my work situation and offering sound, practical and inspirational advice."
• "My coach started with a psychometric questionnaire which set a common language for our communications and also encouraged depth of thought in terms of motivations."
• "Sharing some material on different types of leaders."
3. The coach's support, availability, and being attuned to the needs of the client:
• "Very focused on my needs for development."
• "Good understanding of my needs."
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• "Having the opportunity to discuss 'stuck' issues in an unthreatening environment."
• "Using the coach as a sounding board to test my thinking."
• "Helpful to go through what I had worked out in my own mind with someone removed from the situation."
The personal attributes of the coaches that the participants found helpful were mostly related to personal qualities and the relationship between the coach and the client. Some of the attributes that were emphasised were how kind and courteous the coach was, how interested they seemed to be in the life of the client and how open and available they were for the client. An example of feedback received is:
• "Always found my coach to be very approachable, quick to respond to my mails and proffering timely and very useful feedback."
All of the individuals who commented on attributes of their coach and their coaching relationship also rated the helpfulness of their coaching experience highly. The average helpfulness score for those who commented on their coach attributes was 8.25. It appears that the better the perceived relationship with the coach, the higher the helpfulness of the coaching process is rated (as is also the case in psychotherapy, see Wampold, 2001 ).
When it came to the second qualitative question regarding specific outcomes that individuals received from coaching, 65% of participants were able to list one or more outcomes from their coaching (see Table 9 ). The three outcomes emphasised most were (1) courage and self-confidence, (2) a set of skills and tools to take away and (3) insight and awareness into their own behaviour or issues.
Here are some direct quotes from the participants to illustrate these most frequently used categories:
1. Increased courage and self-confidence:
• "Confirmation of style and where to focus."
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• "Given myself confidence to tackle projects that would not have come across my radar screen."
• "Ability to face my fears and by doing so become more comfortable showing my vulnerability."
• "I have raised concerns with my boss that I would have otherwise kept to myself."
• "Growing self-esteem."
• "Increased self-confidence."
2. Development of new skills:
• "I now have a structured way of attacking any problem that comes across my way."
• "Better performance in management meetings."
• "Helped me create more cohesive management and team."
3. Increase of self-awareness and insight into the clients behaviour/issues/motivations:
• "I can better see how my behaviour is perceived by others."
• "Ways of learning to listen more and say less which is now in practice."
• "Greater understanding of my leadership style."
• "Higher levels of self-awareness."
• "I have learnt to recognise the good things in me; previously I was only aware of the Table 7 ). To sum the results of our qualitative analysis, the respondents at both Time 1 and Time 2 overwhelmingly stated that it had been a positive and valuable experience which some did not want to see come to an end. As one respondent noted: Note. * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed), ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) Executive Coaching in Practice 45 
